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By Ruth Garde

The spring show entitled Souzou: 
Outsider Art from Japan at 
London’s Wellcome Collection, 
which is the final temporary 
exhibition before their ambitious 

redevelopment program gets underway, 
is the fi rst substantial display of Japanese 
Outsider Art in the United Kingdom. To 
those unfamiliar with the nomenclature 
of art history, the category ‘Outsider Art’ 
might be obscure or mysterious. This may 
be no bad thing in terms of attracting the 
Wellcome Collection’s self-styled “incur-
ably curious” visitors, who have, since the 
Collection opened in 2006, frequented 
in their hundreds of thousands. Whether 

familiar or otherwise, the category of 
Outsider Art is a loaded one, burdened 
with preconceptions and mythology, and 
it is predicated on a highly questionable 
dichotomy between the outsider and the 
mainstream (of society as a whole and 
of the art world in particular.) However, 
as regular visitors to the Wellcome 
Collection’s exhibitions have come to 
expect, this one takes a rigorous intel-
lectual stance on the concept of Outsider 
Art, interrogating the term and inviting its 
audience to do the same.

The term derives originally from 
Jean Dubuffet’s coining of the phrase Art 
Brut in 1945 to describe and celebrate a 

supposedly more authentic, pure art pro-
duced by children, so-called ‘primitive’ 
peoples, and the mentally ill, unpolluted by 
cultural infl uence or expectation. It identi-
fi ed the work of people who had received 
little or no artistic training and who made 
art for its own sake, without any thought to 
an audience. This was in direct opposition 
to “cultural art,” which Dubuffet reckoned 
to be inert and counterfeit, produced by 
“careerist intellectuals” whose creative 
impulse had been deadened by an over-
reliance on ideas. Despite this structural 
dichotomy, Dubuffet undercut its internal 
logic when he argued that the art of the 
“mad” was not distinct from that of “normal 

The Outsider View 
It is very diffi cult indeed to defi ne what art is and what it is not, what is normal and what is 

not. Perhaps we shouldn’t be trying to defi ne anything about art but rather accept and embrace 

its myriad visions of the world, from the inside and the outside.

Yumiko KAWAI, Circles, 2009, wool yarn, acrylic-wool yarn, cotton, 102 x 146 x 10.5 cm. Social welfare corporation Yamanami, Atelier Yamanami. Photograph: 
© Satoshi TAKAISHI (From Souzou: Outsider Art from Japan exhibition, Wellcome Collection).



ASIAN ART NEWS 67MAY/JUNE 2013

people”: “The artistic act, with the 
extreme tension that it implies, the 
high fever that accompanies it, can 
it ever be considered normal? […] 
Our point of view is that art is the 
same in all cases, and there is no 
more an art of the mad than there 
is an art of the dyspeptic, or an art 
for those with bad knees.”1

Despite Dubuffet’s crude 
characterizations of “raw” and 
“cultural” art his motive in ex-
hibiting Outsider Art was in part 
to show “the mechanisms of ar-
tistic creation” were the same in 
those with mental disorders and 
“so-called normal” people. The 
Outsider artists of the Wellcome 
Collection show have been diagnosed with 
a variety of cognitive, behavioral, and de-
velopmental disorders or mental illnesses, 
and are residents of or day attendees at 
specialist care institutions. Like Dubuffet, 
who emphasized that the creative urge 
was common to all of humanity, two of 
the partner organizations involved in the 
Wellcome Collection’s exhibition (namely 
The Borderless Art Museum NO-MA in 
Shiga and the Social Welfare Organization 
Aisekai, Tokyo) have stated their ambition 
to break down the barriers that exist be-
tween able-bodied and disabled artists, by 
emphasizing the universality of human cre-
ativity. Indeed, the word Souzou, meaning 
either ‘creation’ or ‘imagination’ depending 
on how it is written, explicitly alludes to 
the dual universal impulses that are surely 
the foundations of any artistic endeavor. It 
is this that the show seeks to underscore. 

The exhibition comes to London 
in partnership with Het Dolhuys, 
the Dutch Museum of Psychiatry 
in the city of Haarlem, which, 
in 2012, held their exhibition 

Outsider Art from Japan. It is not, however, 

a straightforward import. The Wellcome 
Collection exhibition contains approxi-
mately twice the number of artworks, ben-
efi ting as it does from a far larger capacity 
for display. More important, its curatorial 
focus is distinct. The Wellcome Collection’s 
curator, Sharmita Sharmacharja, eschews 
an emphasis on the artists’ biographical 
histories in order to allow the works to 
speak for themselves. Rather than inter-
pret the works through a biographical 
lens by giving undue attention to the 
artists’ disabilities, she seeks to allow a 
greater directness of contact between the 
work and the viewer. In order to do this a 
number of aspects are fore-grounded that 
Sharmacharja sees as key to fostering a 
more immediate engagement with the art. 

The fi rst section, Language, em-
phasizes the way in which artists—many 
of whom fi nd communication challeng-
ing—use visual expression as a vehicle 
of communication and simultaneously as 
a release from the confi nes of language. 
The second section, Making, explores 
the use of unconventional materials that 
is often characteristic of Outsider Art, as 
well as their association with repetitive, 

time-consuming processes that 
may have therapeutic benefits. 
The third section, Representation, 
shows works depicting the essence 
of people or things that surround 
the artists in daily life. The fourth 
section, Relationships, includes 
pieces in which the artists depict 
themselves or other significant 
people or fi gures in their life. The 
fi fth section, Culture, contains work 
that explodes the romantic myth 
that Outsider Art springs from some 
deep inner source that is unpolluted 
by the world. The works in this sec-
tion show a variety of cultural infl u-
ences from contemporary and his-
torical Japanese culture, from gei-

shas to Mount Fuji, from manga to classic 
fi lm posters. The fi nal section, Possibility, 
features works that seek to collate and 
reorder information about the world 
around us, or to create parallel realities. 

The curatorial touch is deft and 
light; these broad sections illuminate 
themes surrounding the works rather than 
constraining them within tight interpretive 
narratives. It allows the visitor a direct 
and unmediated encounter with the art, 
which is itself a refreshingly immediate 
and unselfconscious form of artistic pro-
duction. While frequently showing incred-
ibly meticulous and painstaking skill and 
imagination, as well as an affi nity with the 
materials and prowess in their manipula-
tion, the works seem free of the many 
shackles that often burden artists working 
within the mainstream. As James Peto, 
head curator of the Wellcome Collection, 
remarks, many of these artists are to a large 
extent liberated from the cultural burden 
of art history, from fears about reception, 
anxieties about how their work conforms 
to the art world zeitgeist, concerns about 
breaking new ground or how to fi t within 
their own oeuvre. 

Above left: Marie SUZUKI, Disturbance, 2009, pen on paper, 53.3 x 46.4 cm. Collection of the Artist. Photograph: © Nobuo ONISHI (From Souzou: Outsider 
Art from Japan exhibition, Wellcome Collection). Above center: Takashi SHUJI, Flowers in Bottle and Laquat and Grapes, 2010, pastel and watercolor 
on paper, 79 x 54.7 cm. Collection of the Artist. Photograph: © Satoshi TAKAISHI (From Souzou: Outsider Art from Japan exhibition, Wellcome Collection). Above 
right: Norimitsu KOKUBO, The Economically Booming City of Tianjin, China, 2011 pencil, colored pencil, oil-based marker, watercolor on paper, 
120.8 x 156.5 cm. Collection of the Artist. Photograph: © Satoshi TAKAISHI (From Souzou: Outsider Art from Japan exhibition, Wellcome Collection). 

Shota KATSUBE, Untitled, 2011, 300 objects made of twist ties, 
each approx. 2.8 x 3.3 x 0.9 cm. Collection of the Artist. © Wellcome 
Library, London (From Souzou: Outsider Art from Japan exhibition, 
Wellcome Collection).
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But what, I wondered, of the 
visitor’s baggage, coming as we 
do to these works with some 
knowledge of how these artists 
are ‘different’ from those in the 

mainstream? Do we see (and judge or in-
terpret) art differently when we know that 
people with no formal training and who 
are living with mental disorders made it? 
Are we inclined to read aspects of their 
illnesses into the work? Peto refl ects that 
the answer is probably yes but hopes that 
this tendency may be diminished by ex-
hibitions such as this one. Intriguingly he 
observed that some of these preconcep-
tions could make the interaction with the 
art more interesting, and could open up 
more channels of dialogue with the works, 
challenging your attitudes and responses. 
He hoped it could provoke greater curiosity 
about what drives the work and the artist 
who produces it, to wonder what life is like 
for them. In this sense I agree with Peto 
when he argued that the term Outsider Art 
is not useful in itself but is very useful to 
prompt an interrogation. It tells you little 
about the art or what it tells you may be 

inaccurate (for example, there are artists 
in the exhibition who lead very integrated 
lives, so the term outsider doesn’t seem at 
all appropriate). But it forces you to con-
sider the validity of its inherent opposition 
to the ‘normal.’

It would be disingenuous if I didn’t 
admit to carrying my own intellectual 
baggage and a tendency to measure the 
works against a so-called ‘norm,’ whether 
in terms of their artistic or technical merit 
or the impetus behind them. But the show 
challenged me to question my responses 
and to ask fundamental questions about 
the defi nition, analysis, exhibition, and 
the viewing of art as a whole. Where at 
times I wondered whether the compulsive, 
obsessive, ritualistic nature of the works 
was a refl ection of a mental disorder, I 
realized that these self-same character-
istics are to be found in any number of 
mainstream artists. 

These works, many of which are 
produced by people unable to articulate 
their meanings and intentions, reminded 
me of the danger of over-interpreting from 
a biographical perspective and of the need 

to ask questions of the art rather than arriv-
ing at a fi xed interpretation of it. In the rare 
moments where I felt unengaged by a work 
and wondered about the criteria for its in-
clusion, I realized that this is by no means 
an unfamiliar response in mainstream 
contemporary shows of professional or 
trained artists. The artworks asked search-
ing questions not only about the notion of 
the outsider but about the enterprise of art 
as a whole, and I found myself reappraising 
my attitudes to mainstream artistic produc-
tion as well. However, the exhibition does 
not only exercise the intellect. The unself-
consciousness of the works also elicited a 
powerful, liberating emotional response 
and the need to validate the works or the 
curatorial choices by over-intellectualizing, 
so tedious a feature of many mainstream 
contemporary art shows, is nowhere to 
be seen. 

As in any group show there were 
individual works that stood out and others 
that failed to engage. In the wide array of 
works—produced in textiles, clay, pastels, 
ink, felt tip pens, cardboard, Sellotape—
there were some (though few) where I 

Shoichi KOGA, “Kanibo” (Crab Boy), 2006, newspaper, colored drawing paper, 
cellophane tape, fabric tape, vinyl tapes, tissue paper, oil-based marker, correction 
 uid, 37.2 x 15.2 x 7.3 cm. Collection of the Artist. Image: © Wellcome Library, 
London (From Souzou: Outsider Art from Japan exhibition, Wellcome Collection). 

Shinichi SAWADA, Untitled, 2006–2010, ceramics, 18 x 25 x 39 cm. Private 
collection. Image: © Wellcome Library, London (From Souzou: Outsider Art from 
Japan exhibition at Wellcome Collection).
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found it hard to see a justifi cation for dis-
play. Two tremendous, joyous sculptural 
highlights were the huge table-top displays 
of Komei Bekki’s totemic fi gurines in clay 
and Shota Katsube’s army of tiny action 
fi gures created from sandwich bag twist-
ties in dazzling metallic colors. Shoichi 
Koga’s enchanting maquettes of hybrid 
human/animal fi gures, drawn from tradi-
tional folklore and action-fi lm fi gures, are 
created from the most everyday materials 
(colored cardboard and tape) but possess 
an otherworldly presence and spectacular 
polychromatic sheen. 

A mongst the paintings and draw-
ings the work of three art-
ists were particularly striking: 
Takashi Shuji’s beautiful pastel 
still lifes are deeply compel-

ling despite (or perhaps because of) 
their mundane subjects—hairdryers, tele-
phones, and cups. Marie Suzuki’s utterly 
mesmerizing, technically astonishing, and 
disturbing portrayals of the female body, 
intricately patterned and painted in deep, 
erotic hues, show multi-breasted fi gures 
being fondled sexually by multiple hands 
or disgorging cascades of tiny bodies. 
Norimitsu Kokubo’s depictions of fi ctional 
cityscapes are staggering in their dimen-
sions, detail, and execution, repaying close 
and lingering viewing to spot familiar and 
unfamiliar landmarks. There is poignancy 
and sadness amongst the works, too. 
Takako Shibata’s series of repeated depic-
tions of her absent mother seem to grow 
more urgent as the fi gure expands in size. 
Yoko Kubota’s drawings of herself are in-
spired by images of the fashion models in 
magazines whom she admires, yet there is 
something grotesque about their combina-
tion of naïveté and sexuality.

The exhibition comes at a time 
when Japanese Outsider Art is garnering 
increasing critical and commercial atten-
tion (in 2010, for example, a ten-month 
exhibition of over 1,000 works of ‘Art Brut 
Japonais’ was held in the Halle Saint Pierre 
Museum in Paris.) This is an intriguing 
development given that the trajectory of 
Outsider Art in Japan has been far more 
hermetic than that of Europe. In Europe it 
developed fi rst in tandem with psychiatry 
as a diagnostic tool and was then co-opted 
as part of the artistic vanguard of the early 
20th century. It provided the foundation of 
Dubuffet’s anti-establishment ideology and 
thereafter acquired a collector base. 

The Japanese model has been 
closely associated with post-war public 
health and social welfare reform. The 
1950s saw a patient-centered approach to 
mental healthcare develop, within which 
the patients’ right to artistic self-expression 
and a non-directed, non-interventionist 
creative process was promoted in welfare 
institutions across Japan. Up until the early 
2000s the artworks remained within the 
walls of those institutions and rarely dis-
played. Over the past decade, efforts have 
been made within Japan and beyond to 
protect the rights of the artists, to conserve 
their artworks, and to bring this art to a 
wider audience. In the Wellcome Collection 
exhibition, these works are displayed to 
spectacular advantage in a space befi tting 
their skill, technique, poignancy, intrigue, 
and joy.

In 1969, Claes Oldenburg wrote: 
“Jean Dubuffet infl uenced me to ask why 
art is made and what the art process con-
sists of.” This exhibition, whose conceptual 
routes can be traced back to Dubuffet, 
inspires us to ask the same questions and 
many others besides.    Δ

Note:
1.  Quotations from Jean Dubuffet are 

taken from the English translation of his 
essay, ‘L’Art Brut préfèré aux arts cul-
turels’ in Art in Theory 1900-2000, An 
Anthology of Changing Ideas (Blackwell 
Publishing, eds. Charles Harrison & Paul 
Wood, p.606-608).

Ruth Garde is a London-based art critic, 
curator, and writer.

Takako SHIBATA, Mother, ca.1996–2001, pencil, colored pencil, water-based pen, drawing paper, 27 x 
38 cm. Collection of the Artist. Photograph: © Satoshi TAKAISHI (From Souzou: Outsider Art from Japan 
exhibition, Wellcome Collection).

Komei BEKKI, Untitled collection, 1980–1984, clay, various sizes. Collection of the Artist. Photograph:  
© Wellcome Library, London.


